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“A critical evaluation and the identification of next 

teaching and learning steps focusing on a case study 

of an individual learner or a group of learners, based on 

an observed critical incident” 

Introduction 

“In principle, we can read anything and everything that happens in a critical fashion” (Tripp, 

2012, p.8). This thought can summarise how teachers and educators have to continuously 

evaluate and reflect on actions and observations in school life. Limiting to a specific criterion, 

or form of observing, can miss vital, informative evidence that could be influential in 

progressing professionals and children through education. This assignment focuses on a 

‘critical incident’, which David Tripp (2012) describes as an interpretation of the significance 

of an event through the form of evaluation and how we assess what happened. A critical 

incident provides an opportunity to question the event, as Tripp continues,  

“We have to ask both what happened and what allowed or caused it 

to happen, which means we have to describe some of the deeper 

structures that produce that kind of incident.” (Tripp, 2012, p.9) 

Taking a snapshot view and interpreting an event can limit professionals, which 

consequently, caps the levels children and young people aspire to reach. We must be open 

to an array of possibilities, considering different lenses and investigating further avenues that 

delve further into the theories and ideology available. 

By focusing on a particular critical incident, as described in Appendix A, this assignment will 

provide a critical analysis providing; links to the new curriculum for Wales, relation to 

different theories. exploring how they can impact our own judgements, and potential next 

steps that can improve standards in developing the progress of children in education. The 

incident of Appendix B will also be mentioned to reference some similarities and differences, 

which strengthens the investigation process and potential conclusions.  

Observation 

The observation was contrived at a primary school in a large town in South West Wales. The 

school will not be named and the child involved will be referred to as ‘Child X’ in accordance 

to the guidelines from BERA,   
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The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is 

considered the norm for the conduct of research.  Researchers 

should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual 

participants to privacy, and should accord them their rights to 

confidentiality and anonymity” (BERA, 2018). 

The school achieved Excellent in its last Estyn report in 2017 and is in the Green support 

category. The number of pupils has grown tremendously over the past decade with newly 

developed housing estates being built nearby. In the Estyn report of 2010, the school was 

reported to have 90 pupils on roll (Estyn, 2010). The Welsh government website, ‘My local 

school’ (2018), reports there are 179 pupils aged 3 to 11 attending the school. Of these 

numbers, it is reported that 23.8% are Free School Meals (FSM) and as of 2017, the school 

identified that 44% of the pupils have Additional Learning Needs (ALN). However, there are 

very few pupils with a statement of special educational needs (Estyn, 2017). Due to the 

continuing increase in pupil numbers, the school has a second extension planned to be built 

in the near future, providing larger classrooms and learning areas. 

The observation took place in a shared Year 1/2 classroom, including fifteen year 1 children 

and twenty-three year 2 children, ranging from 5 to 7 years old. Both year groups had an 

individual registration teacher with one Learning Support Assistant aiding across the 

classroom. The classroom routine involved eight challenge groups, where the children would 

be timetabled to an enhanced provision area, such as; Role play, Construction or Creative. 

Meanwhile, the teachers would take the lead with a small group to complete a focus task 

related to the class topic of Space. Despite the classroom being smaller than average for the 

number of children, the environment was very engaging with a number of different areas 

being utilised for the benefit of the children’s learning. 

Methodology 

“Promoting student and practicing teachers’ lesson analysis and observation skills has 

always been considered a major element of teacher education” (Krull, Oras, Prikksaar, 

2010). As a result, different observation methods are utilised, particularly in two different 

forms; qualitative and quantitative. The qualitative approach gives the observer the 

opportunity in experiencing analysis first hand, exploring social and cultural behaviours to 

put their own viewpoint on how and why incidents may happen. Meanwhile, quantitative 

approaches use more data analysis, giving results that can provide evidence or present a 

possible conclusion, which can be related to theory. 

During this observation, a Critical Incident Case study was utilised in establishing a situation 

which could be critically analysed and evaluated. There were no fixed guidelines or areas of 
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research as it seemed preferable to observe the classroom with an open-mind and the 

potential of anything being worthy of evaluation. In carrying out the case study, notes were 

taken during the lessons and then reported using the Fletcher Wood field note structure, as 

seen throughout the Appendices. Following the school day, the ARC model was then used, 

reflecting on the field notes undertaken during the observation.  

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007 p.289), specify a benefit of a case study approach is that 

it gives an example of a child in a real, school situation, aiding to understanding more clearly 

the abstract theories or principles related to educational research. Furthermore, Adelman et 

al (1980, quoted in Cohen., Manion., Morrison. 2007, p.292) state “the best case studies are 

capable of offering some support to alternative interpretations”. Cohen, Manion and Morrison 

quote Nisbet and Watt (1984) who expand how a case study can be easily carried out with a 

single researcher, embracing in events that are unanticipated and variables that are 

uncontrolled. Considering the role undertaken as a single observer in the classroom setting, 

the opportunity to witness any action or event and accept the possibility of different 

viewpoints is an aspect of consistency within teaching. Meanwhile, we must consider that 

there is a “potential for bias in some case studies as the therapist is both the participant and 

observer and, in that role, may overstate or understate a case” (Cohen, Manion and 

Morison, p. 292).  

For this observation in a small classroom of foundation phase children, a variety of the 

participant and non-participant approach was utilised to broaden the accessibility into 

potential areas of research. DeWalt and DeWalt (2002, quoted in Kawulich, 2005) suggest 

that “participant observation should be used as a way to increase the validity of the study, as 

observations may help the researcher have a better understanding of the context and 

phenomenon under study”. The role of a participating observer can provide valuable 

information that needs to be considered when observing. Allowing learners to describe their 

thoughts can imply different avenues of research that may not be accessed by a non-

participating observer. In regards to the non-participant approach, recognition of the 

Hawthorne effect must be taken into consideration. Kumar (2014, p.174) explains how an 

individual or group could change their behaviour in a positive or negative manner when 

being observed. In regards to the incident observed, some behaviours did change during the 

event, and the Hawthorne effect justifies a potential reason for this. As an observer in the 

class, a range of all these methods must be used to allow a thorough reflection to be 

provided, resulting in good practice in education. 
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Four Purposes 

When considering the actions or incidents that occur in an educational environment during 

the day, the outcomes and progress of the learner must be at the centre of consideration. In 

his Successful futures report of 2015, Professor Graham Donaldson suggests four key 

purposes, visualised in Appendix E, that can provide the foundation of how the new 

curriculum can aim to develop the aspirations for children and young people in Wales. To 

understand the context of each purpose, Donaldson provides some characteristics, listed 

under each purpose in Appendix E, that underlay how they can underpin all teaching and 

learning in Wales. 

The critical incident being assessed witnesses Child X declaring hunger, at approximately 

10am, during the focus task of the day. This incident relates primarily to the ‘healthy, 

confident individuals, who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society’ 

purpose (Successful Futures, p.29). Firstly, consideration of ‘Building mental health and 

emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy’ (Successful futures 

p.30) has to be contemplated for a number of reasons. Child X is potentially lacking 

resilience in battling hunger during lesson time in school. This is particularly concerning 

when Child X repeats “I’m hungry” again later in the day, as witnessed in Appendix B. 

Howard et al (2017, p.3) determine that resilience needs to be taught with a whole school 

approach, embedding the importance of emotional health and well-being throughout children 

and young people’s educational lifetime. The lack of resilience that Child X demonstrates on 

both occasions is a concern, as it is impacting their learning and potentially affecting 

confidence throughout many aspects of school life. These experiences can hinder any 

progress being made, with the possibility of changes in behaviour or difficulty later on in their 

lives. 

‘Manage everyday life as independently as they can’ (Successful futures, p.30) is another 

characteristic under the healthy, confident individuals’ purpose that can relate to Child X in 

this incident. Despite being of a young age, Child X will need to be developing their skills of 

independence in a number of areas. Hunger is a feeling that everyone will experience 

throughout their lives that everyone has a different way of managing. Child X will need to 

establish a way of dealing with their hunger in future if they are to become a healthy, 

confident individual.  

The incident witness in Appendix A could potentially link to ‘ambition, capable learners’, in 

the fact they may not be seeing to enjoy the challenge at hand. Motivation is an additional 

factor, as Child X may not be setting high standards of themselves to continue progressing 

through their school work. Child X did show glimpses of being engaged, however may have 
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become dis-engaged in the task, rather than pushing themselves to a higher standard than 

was already achieved. To enhance learning by children, such as Child X, we need to 

consider if the four purposes are at the centre of their learning time, ensuring the best 

opportunity to achieve above and beyond their potential. 

Literature Review 

Through creating Health and Well-being as one of the six Areas of learning and experience 

(AoLEs), Successful futures expresses that ‘Children and young people need to experience 

social, emotional and physical well-being to thrive and engage successfully with their 

education’ (Successful Futures, p. 45). In relation to this proposed AoLE, Ferre Laevers 

explains that,  

When we want to know how each child is doing in a setting, we first 

have to explore the degree to which children feel at ease, act 

spontaneously, and show vitality and self-confidence. All this 

indicates that their emotional well-being is 'OK' and that their physical 

needs, the need for tenderness and affection, the need for safety and 

clarity, the need for social recognition, the need to feel competent 

and the need for meaning and moral value in life, are satisfied. 

(Laevers, 2000. P.24) 

For this review the critical incident observed in Appendix A will follow the words of Laevers, 

linking to; our physical needs and how they can be managed, emotional influences on daily 

life for individuals and society, and finally, how the environment can play a key role in how a 

child is acting and progressing through their school life. The area of involvement and 

motivation will also be considered as a potential area of why this critical incident has 

happened. 

In consideration of physical well-being, the requirement of food is one of the basic needs 

essential to influencing performance. Abraham Maslow in the ‘hierarchy of needs’, shown in 

Appendix, considers how every human arranges themselves in hierarchies of pre-potency, 

where the appearance of one need usually rests on the prior satisfaction of another (Maslow, 

1943, p. 3). In this instance, Child X could be lacking food, a basic need at the base of the 

pyramid. A lack of food provides a barrier in the hierarchy, preventing the next levels of 

motivation being accessible to achieve. The impact of hunger is echoed by Rose, Gilbert and 

Richards (2015, p.47) who explain how it is self-evident that children require a healthy diet to 

satisfy their biological needs and enable them to develop and grow to their full potential. 

Albon and Mukherji state that poor nutrition affects cognitive functioning and academic 

potential (2008, cited in Rose, Gilbert, and Richards, 2015, p.52) which suggests that even if 
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Child X did try engaging in the task, their levels of performance would be hindered, meaning 

progressive learning time is lost. Appendix B provides a similar action, therefore if a need of 

food is the issue, Child X is trailing in their full potential learning throughout the day. In 

addition to these concerns, these circumstances may have been due to uncommon 

occurrences. Potentialities include, Child X missing breakfast that morning, or their body 

simply reacting to the daily routine with breaktime imminent where all children have fruit. 

Despite the numerous possibilities for this action, physiological needs have to be obtained 

for children, such as Child X, to engage with their learning. 

There is a strong inclination to Child X experiencing hunger in this incident, consequently, 

we must consider how a person lacking in food, safety, love and esteem would most 

probably hunger for food, more than anything else (Maslow, 1943. P.5). Taking this into 

account, it extends the possibility that there are additional factors that can be overshadowed 

by hunger. Child X may have a comfort relationship with food, as Conner and Armitage 

(2002, quoted in Rose, Gilbert and Richards, 2015, p.52) regard “Emotional eating as 

creating unhealthy eating patterns with individuals confusing the signals and responding to 

stress in the same way as they would if they were hungry”. Comfort eating due to feelings 

may be greater associated with teenagers, however we cannot discount that Child X may 

have been experiencing a different feeling to give them the concept of feeling hungry. 

Children experience a range of emotions during their school life, the problem is that many do 

not know how to explain that feeling or why it is happening. Burton et al (2014, cited in 

Howard et al, 2017, p.4) explain that ‘acting out’ could be a defensive mechanism, 

representing an emotional and external visible response to overwhelming and 

unmanageable feelings.  Emotional eating provided the idea of potential comfort factors, 

Burton et al (2014) provide the idea that the unpremeditated action of Child X could be one 

to evade stress. Child X may use “I’m hungry” as a distraction or warning gesture to 

potentially control their own anxieties or seek help from an accompanying adult or peer. This 

could be a learned from a past experience within the school or potentially used at home with 

parents or carers. 

In result of scenarios where children do ‘act out’ or seek help, emotional recognition has 

become a priority to undertake through education in Wales. In April 2019, the welsh 

government’s draft health and well-being statutory guide advises that, “Learners need to be 

able to recognise and articulate what they are perceiving, thinking and feeling in order to 

develop their self-awareness and to understand their emotions” (Health and Well-Being 

statutory guide, 2019, p.34). If we are to understand events or incidents, such as what has 

been witnessed in Appendix A, we need to ensure that children themselves know that these 
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feelings are natural and need to be managed in their own way, to ensure they can be 

mentally prepared for challenges they could face throughout their lives. 

The surrounding environment provides a researched area that can be a potential reason for 

the incident. In his updated bioecological model, Urie Bronfenbrenner (1995, quoted in 

Ashiabi and O’Neal, 2015, p.2) argues that: 

human development takes place through the processes of 

progressively more complex reciprocal interaction between an active, 

evolving biopsychological human organism and the persons, objects, 

and symbols in its immediate external environment. To be effective, 

the interaction must occur on a fairly regular basis over extended 

periods of time. Such enduring forms of interaction in the immediate 

environment are referred to as proximal processes. (Bronfenbrenner, 

1995) 

Children need to experience a consistency from their surrounding environment to ensure 

comfortability. This comes particular from the adults closer to the child, hence the need of a 

strong relationship between home life and school. Notably, this incident was observed early 

on in the school calendar. Child X may still be in process of adjusting and adapting to a new 

surrounding environment, which includes a new teacher and potentially different peers. If this 

were to be the case, perhaps the experience of a group task in an ‘unknown’ environment is 

the reason for the sudden outburst. 

Laevers interprets that well-being should be associated closely with another element in 

learning, involvement. He describes how good schools have to succeed in not only paying 

attention to emotional wellbeing, but also enhancing involvement to aid the children or 

students in ‘feeling at home’ and being free from emotional conflicts (Laevers, 1994, p.161). 

Motivation, openness and satisfaction are just some of the characteristics needed to ensure 

a high level of involvement with an activity or task. This is where deeper learning can take 

place and a child can progress. In relation to Child X, the engagement may have been 

present on the surface, however the motivation and interest within the topic could be 

misinterpreted to the observer. If this was the case, the level of involvement would be low, 

meaning Child X could be ‘mentally absent’, suggesting “I’m hungry” was due to lack of 

interest or activity within the task. This potential lack of interest could be due to a number of 

different reasons. As Laevers, Debruyckkere, Silkens and Snoeck comment, 

They must find well‐equipped areas and rich materials and a 

generous offer of challenging activities. Room for initiatives such as 
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the freedom to choose, participation in practical matters and in the 

setting of rules and agreements, etc. should be evident. They must 

also find an organisation of time and place that offers a clear but 

flexible plan of the day geared to their needs, fluent transitions in 

activities, optimal use of the adults present in the room, appropriate 

grouping, etc... (2005, Laevers et al, quoted in Laevers and Declercq, 

2018, p. 331). 

All the theories mentioned must be considered as plausible reasons for the action of Child X 

within this critical incident. Despite there being a potential area that could become the 

leading reasoning from a snapshot view, openness to a range of possibilities can aid in 

further observations and undertaking the correct course of action as a benefit to the child. 

Reflection/Evaluation and Next Steps 

Jan Fook explains that “there is difficulty in pinning down exactly what reflective practice and 

critical reflection mean, due to the fact that there has been a great deal of development of 

these concepts in widely varying fields” (2015, p.441). Education is one of the fields that is 

increasingly utilising reflective models, resulting in professionals expanding their research to 

influence preparation for lessons. Stephen Brookefield (1998) suggests that looking at our 

observations through lenses alerts us to assumptions that require further investigation. This 

chapter will reflect utilising three of the four lenses suggested by Brookefield, linking next 

steps in how the observation and teaching methods could potentially be altered in the future 

to the benefit of teachers and learners. 

Firstly, the autobiographical viewpoint can aid in giving a clear insight to how I, as the 

observer, witnessed the events unfolding in the classroom. Brookefield highlights this as an 

important aspect, “as we talk to each other about critical events in our practice, we start to 

realize that individual crises are usually collectively experienced dilemmas” (Brookefield, 

1998, p.198). My thoughts for this observation are shared through the ARC model as 

demonstrated in ‘Reflection of Appendix A’. This form was completed at the end of the day; 

therefore a few hours had passed before I formally recorded my thoughts. In hindsight, 

recording some immediate notes, in relation to the questions provided, would have added 

greater depth to the observation. Another strategy could be the use of Leuven scales, which 

would have provided data on whether well-being was the primary issue or the involvement 

aspect was deterred due to motivation or the surrounding environment. A sociogram could 

have also provided a viewpoint of the different relationships within the group task. The 

questions would have to be considered carefully due to the age groups, however the data 

provided can help determine particular theories to consider. These aspects would improve 
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my own practice for preparation and planning, considering the learners’ needs and different 

approaches that could be undertaken. 

The second lens to consider is considering the event through the learners’ eyes. The further 

use of a participant role would have perhaps aided in Child X explaining their thoughts or 

feelings, adding more context to the incident in question. There are negatives to this 

approach, the pupil could answer in catering to the person asking, giving unreliable results. 

In regards to the event, we can consider if they were uninterested in the task, or maybe 

there was a part of the lesson that hindered their learning. When considering these thoughts, 

Brookefield (1998) suggests we have to gather regular insight to what is happening in their 

minds as to how the methods are being perceived. This, he argues, is fundamental in 

whether or not good practice of teaching is being carried out.  

The experience of colleagues is the third and final lens of consideration in this critical 

reflection. “A colleague’s experiences may suggest dynamics and causes that make much 

more sense than the explanations we have evolved.” (Brookefield, 1998, p.200). Following 

the critical incident, I did not question the teacher on whether he heard what was said and if 

it may have been ignored on purpose. If I did so, I may have gained a further understanding 

of why it happened. On the other hand, the teacher may have found my observation as 

something rare and awareness of the situation early could aid in further intervention if 

potentially needed. For example, with this incident, the teacher may become more observant 

during breaktime or lunchtime as to whether Child X is eating, they could also be alert to 

whether it is said at certain times of the day. Discussing and interpreting opinions from 

colleagues is a valuable mechanism in reflecting our own practice, broadening our views and 

theories on events that occur. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this assessment has provided an example of reflecting critically on our own 

practice. The new profession standards set out a guideline of what teachers and educators 

need to consider in regards to a changing curriculum for Wales. The standards include; 

Pedagogy, Leadership, Collaboration, Innovation and Professional Learning all working 

together to ensure effective pedagogy with overarching values and dispositions (Welsh 

Government, 2017). In regards to the standard for effective pedagogy, teachers must adapt 

teaching methods, influencing learners and advancing learning to a level of achieving high 

progress. To do this, teachers need to consider their methods of managing the learning 

environment in order for learners to develop their own responsibility. Challenging and raising 

expectations for learners must also be pushed through our own reflective practices, 

assessing children to ensure they progress and build to achieving the four purposes set out 
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by Donaldson in Successful futures. Unless we critically reflect on our own actions, utilising 

the lenses suggested by Brookefield, we will be unable to provide the influential measures to 

advance students in achieving their goals. 

Leadership entails to supporting the attitudes and efforts of others to broaden their skills and 

careers to fulfil their educational ambitions. Reflection is again influential in this area, 

referring consistently to the clear vision for pedagogy in Wales. There is a need to promote a 

voice in learners, developing their resilience to overcome challenges they face, thus 

promoting their ambition and persistence to learn throughout their lives. If this is achieved, a 

high level of well-being can be obtained. The importance of the role of educators is 

summarised by Howard et al (2017) declaring, there is a ‘window of opportunity’ because of 

the progressing and continuing developmental aspects to offer help and support through 

learning, so that the lifelong outcomes for children and young people can be improved. 

Word Count: 4,052 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 
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Appendix C 
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Appendix E 

(Successful Futures, p.31) 
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Appendix F 
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Critical incident Reflection Sheets (ARC Model) 

Reflection of Appendix A 
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Reflection of Appendix B 
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